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For, after all, every one who wishes to gain true knowledge must climb the Hill Difficulty
alone, and since there is no royal road to the summit, I must zigzag it in my own way. I slip
back many times, I fall, I stand still, I run against the edge of hidden obstacles, I lose my
temper and find it again and keep it better, I trudge on, I gain a little, I feel encouraged, I get
more eager and climb higher and begin to see the widening horizon. Every struggle is a
victory. One more effort and I reach the luminous cloud, the blue depths of the sky, the
uplands of my desire.
~Helen Keller
***
In a word, literature is my Utopia.
~Helen Keller
***
Once you learn to read, you will be forever free.
~Frederick Douglass
***
Many argue Black boys live out what they see. I argue they live out what they read. They
must never suffer from underexposure to texts.
~Alfred W. Tatum
***
A mighty flame follows a tiny spark.
~Dante Alighieri, Paradiso
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

Overview
The research question for my capstone paper has a direct impact on my effectiveness
as a teacher in a large urban school district. My research question is: How can I create a
culture of independent reading among African American students, especially black males?
My goal is to motivate them to become lifelong readers and learners who will be well
prepared to develop their chances and choices into great successes.
Every day I say to my students, who are predominately students of color: Make it a
great day, or not. The choice is yours. The message, from my heart, is: Make it a great life,
or not. The choice is yours. Choices. I want all of my students to have choices in life. I
want them to have the opportunity to know what those choices are before they possibly lose
them. I want them to be able to follow through with their choices and be successful at
whatever they choose to do with their lives. One key component to this success is the ability
to read.
When I say read, I do not mean simply decoding. I mean decoding, understanding
the words, making meaning of the words, and critically thinking about the significance of the
words. This process must be accomplished independently at the appropriate level. I consider
it my duty as an educator to know, in detail, what the state of Minnesota expectations are for
my students, not only now, but in the future. So, looking ahead from 5th grade, according to
the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for English Language Arts Appendix A, the
appropriate text complexity level band, as measured by Lexile, in order to be college and
career-ready is 1215–1355. College texts are written at even higher levels. Descartes’
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Philosophical Essays, often assigned in college introductory philosophy classes, has a Lexile
level of 1630, according to the Lexile Framework for Reading Map. Likewise, Poe’s The
Fall of the House of Usher has a Lexile level of 1460 (see Appendix E). My job is to prepare
students for this type of reading, yet the vast majority of my students come to me as
struggling readers, too often far below grade level. Specifically, I have 5th grade students
who read at 1st, 2nd, and 3rd grade levels. Several of these students do not receive special
education services and will be expected to keep up academically in middle school next year.
I fear that they will, instead, fall farther behind.
My Teaching
I have taught literacy, reading, and/or English Language Arts (ELA) in high school,
middle school, and now 4th and 5th grades, looping with my students. Looping means that I
have the same students for two years. My current urban school is located in north
Minneapolis, an area associated with poverty, and with a population that is overwhelmingly
African American. I started teaching at this school when it was a pre-K-8th school and was
able to teach many of the same students as they went through 6th, 7th, and 8th grades. Three
years ago the middle school was relocated and my school became a pre-K-5th grade school.
The principal asked me to stay and co-teach 4th grade literacy. I agreed, with the hope that I
could help students raise their reading levels early so they could avoid struggling in middle
and high school. I see all of the students at my grade level because 4th and 5th grades are
departmentalized, which means students change classes for the different core subjects. This
year my job changed somewhat. I moved from 4th to 5th grade, and as the 5th grade Literacy
Content Lead, I am co-teaching less, observing classes, and coaching other teachers more.
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The Statistics
In Minneapolis Public Schools (MPS), students take the Minnesota Comprehensive
Assessment III (MCA-III) every spring to demonstrate whether or not they are proficient in
reading beginning in 3rd grade. The levels of achievement are: Exceeds Standards, Meets
Standards, Partially Meets Standards, Does Not Meet Standards. In 2015, according to the
3rd grade MCA tests as reported on the Minnesota Department of Education website (see
Appendix B), of the 73 students entering 4th grade at my school, the achievement levels were:
Exceeds - 0, Meets - 6, Partially Meets - 8, Does Not Meet - 59. In 2016, of the 74 students
entering 4th grade at my school, the achievement levels were: Exceeds - 0, Meets - 6,
Partially Meets - 7, Does Not Meet - 61. The bottom line of these numbers is that, of the
students entering 4th grade at my school, 80.8% in fall 2015 and 82.4% in fall 2016 were in
the Does Not Meet category. My experience and observation confirm that these test scores
are generally accurate measures of reading ability and are valuable as such. The indication
appears to be that at a time when students are supposed to be reading to learn, they still have
not learned to read.
Standardized Testing
There is a debate about standardized achievement tests such as the MCA-III. This is
not a debate I am going to delve deeply into here, but I will say that I value standardized
tests, to a point. If my job is to help students be college and career ready when they graduate
from high school, then I need to know if they are on track. When it comes time to make their
choices, will they be prepared for the choices they want to make? If they are not on track, I
need to get them there. I have to help them see what they, themselves, need to do in order to
be on track. I tell them over and over that they have to want this; that they have to do the
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work and it is not easy. It is up to me to show them that they can. Once they see what they
can accomplish through success and confidence, they, more often than not, persist with the
pursuit.
When discussing test scores at our school, I sometimes hear the comment that our
students are smart, but they just do not test well. Of course our students are smart, but what
are the reasons that they do not test well? Perhaps they need to be better prepared. They
have to know vocabulary, including academic and content specific vocabulary as well as Tier
2 words. According to Beck et al. (2008), Tier 2 words are words that often appear in and
are learned from books, but are not necessarily heard in daily informal conversations, where
the meanings are more easily understood. Students also need to possess background
knowledge that comes from reading substantive texts. They have to have stamina for the
length of the readings. They must be patient enough to enter the same text multiple times to
search for answers and evidence. They have to make sure they are answering the questions
that are asked. They have to have confidence that they can do well and they have to care that
they do well. It is my belief based on experience and observation that teacher attitude toward
standardized tests can make quite a difference. I say, “Bring it on! Let’s show what we have
learned and what we know. Let’s show everyone how smart we are.” My students respond
positively to this. I think that if teachers dread the test, do not care about the test, or fear that
their students will not perform well on the test, this negative attitude rubs off on students and
their performance on the test may be adversely affected. Delpit (2012) says, “We cannot
allow an expectation gap to result in an achievement gap” (p. 25). Additionally, it is my
opinion that if students are barely at grade level or below grade level, parents who opt these
children out of the tests are not helping their children. The best way to get better at tests is to
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know what to expect and to take them. Testing retrieval is a skill vital to successful memory
and learning, according to Brown et al. (2014). If standardized tests were to be eliminated,
would high academic rigor be lost? The renowned African American James Baldwin (1963)
wrote, “Americans have so little respect for genuine intellectual effort. The Negro level is
low because the education of the Negro occurs in, and is designed to perpetuate, a segregated
society” (p. 91). I take this to mean that low expectations result in low achievement, which
perpetuates segregation, even today. Ladson-Billings (2009) relates that a colleague once
remarked to her, “The very students who hate learning and intellectual rigor seem to be the
ones who decide they want to teach” (p. 103). If true, this could explain the attitudes of
some teachers who do not seem to value high expectations and intellectual achievement, and
who, instead, appear to prefer mediocrity.
Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA)-III Reading Specifications
The specifications of the MCA-III reading test for 4th grade are as follows: 5-7
reading passages, 21-27 literature questions (45-55% of test), 21-27 informational questions
(45-55% of test). Of the reading passages, 0-2 will have a Lexile level (reading level
determined by sentence length and repetition of vocabulary words in a text) range of 450765, 3-7 will have a Lexile range of 770-980, and 0-2 will have a Lexile range of 985-1040
(see Appendix D). According to the FAST (Fastbridge Learning) assessment test in the fall
of 2016, 35 of my students had a Lexile range in which the upper range number was below
450. Only 3 students had upper range numbers over 765. Therefore, according to the results
of the FAST assessment, only 3 of my students were even close to being able to read and
comprehend, much less analyze, the bulk of the potential reading passages (mid-range) on
the upcoming 4th grade MCA-III reading test. Again, this is the standardized reading test that
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students take to show whether or not they are making adequate progress toward being college
and career ready when they graduate from high school. Invariably, the students who show
the lowest proficiency rates are the students who are not independent readers of grade level
texts, and these students are most often African American males.
Teaching Life Challenge that Led to Research Question
Herein lies the challenge. The questions that remain at the heart of my teaching life
are: If the only way to become a better reader is to read, how can students be motivated to
read more so that they will become better readers? How can students be helped to discover
that reading is a vital key to their future success and necessary for having more choices in
life? What can make reading cool? What does it take for them to see that reading is a great
equalizer; that anyone can become a better reader, and it is worth the effort? How can I, an
adult white female middle-class teacher, foster a culture of reading in a classroom primarily
consisting of African American children who live in poverty? How can I help close the
achievement gap and, in particular, reach the students who are the most difficult to reach and
who have the most need – African American males? What do the statistics show?
State of My Students
It is well documented that success in life can be correlated to the ability to read.
Kunjufu (2005) states, “ Ninety percent of inmates enter jail illiterate. Some governors
determine prison growth based on fourth grade reading scores” (p. 64). Students who cannot
read are at a higher risk of dropping out and not graduating from high school. Historically,
the majority of my students come to me one to four years below grade level. According to
the Minnesota Department of Education (see Appendix C), 86% of the students at my school
are African American, 92% qualify for free/reduced lunch, 16.7% are homeless (and even
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more are highly mobile), 18.4% are identified special education. What is not listed are the
large numbers of students who live with mental health issues and different forms of trauma in
their lives. Most people reading this cannot even imagine what many of my students live
with daily. When was the last time your house was hit by bullets from a gunfight in a nearby
vacant lot? Do you know anyone whose grandmother was shot and killed as she sat in the
driver’s seat of her car? Have you ever witnessed someone getting off the bus across the
street from an elementary school while engaged in a gun battle? I have more shocking
examples and they do not even make the evening news, presumably because our school lies
precisely in the middle of a violence “hot spot.” These are not trivial considerations.
I was asked not long ago by another teacher if I thought the MCA-III reading test was
culturally biased against African Americans. Kendi (2016) states that racial equality would
happen at a faster pace if the “racial preferences” of standardized testing were eliminated.
Bhattacharyya et al. (2013) says that standardized testing lacks sensitivity toward students of
various backgrounds and children from educated, upper income families have advantages
when taking tests. The question of cultural bias in standardized testing is a common topic of
discussion in my school district, but my colleague was interviewing me as part of a project
for her reading licensure class. I responded that students who do not read much will not do
well on the MCA-III and it is not that the test is biased against those of a certain race, but that
it is biased against those who have not achieved a certain level of reading and then
subsequent learning through reading. Delpit (2012) supports my view and asserts that when
students enter fourth grade “they need considerable vocabulary and background knowledge
to make sense of required reading material in classrooms and on standardized tests” (p. 36).
She continues that if students have not acquired the necessary vocabulary and background
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knowledge of the world outside of their own lives, they are “destined to fall behind.” Jairrels
(2009) contends that African Americans usually score lowest on standardized reading tests
because they do not practice voluntary reading outside of school. Such “emphasis on
reading,” says Jairrels, “should begin at birth” with parents reading to children. Students
should read “above and beyond what is required for school” (p. vii). It is within the power of
families to improve the reading abilities and test scores of their children.

I also tell my

students that it is within their own power to improve their reading and reading assessment
scores. I tell them that if they want to be better readers, they need to read more, just as to
excel at sports, they need to practice more. If they read books, their learning rate rapidly
accelerates. It can be tempting for teachers to lower expectations and sometimes students
display learned helplessness. When given a task, they immediately say that they need help
or “do not get it”, without even trying to accomplish it for themselves. The result is that
some students end up seldom doing anything on their own. This is unfortunate, because the
time will come when the students must rely on themselves to succeed at standardized
achievement tests, college entrance exams, and job interviews, and they need to have the
confidence and the skills to do so.
Professional Development
My school principal came to me last winter and asked if I would lead our professional
learning community (PLC) for 3-4-5 grade literacy with her. PLCs are one-hour meetings in
our school held once a week in which we set instructional goals, discuss strategies, and
review student work and progress. She asked me to do this because of success I have had
with students’ reading growth over the years and she wanted me to share my ideas and
methods with other teachers. Of course, my methods are in constant flux as I learn from
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experience, research, other teachers, and students, but there are some foundational ideas that
stay fairly consistent. In addition, I do read a great deal of current literature. I agreed to
work with her and subsequently decided to document my work. This process evolved into
redoing and finally finishing my MAT capstone, which I started writing a few years ago. It
has much more research and experience behind it now and I hope it will be useful to those
who access it.
Also last spring, administration decided that the 4th grade teachers would loop to the
5th grade with our students. While working out the new schedule, I proposed that there be a
thirty-minute block of time in the mornings during which all of the 5th grade teachers would
participate in a read-aloud of a common text to our students. That proposal was accepted by
administration as well as teachers and became a reality this school year. 4th grade teachers
also implemented a version of it.
Summary
My project is the development and implementation of a simultaneous community
teacher shared read-aloud of the same texts in the 5th grade of my north Minneapolis public
school. The goal of this work is to answer my research question: How can I create a culture
of independent reading among African American students, especially black males? The hope
is that the community shared read-aloud project will help motivate students to become
lifelong readers and learners who will be well prepared to develop their future chances and
choices into great successes. As I explain in Chapter Two, research reveals that reading
aloud promotes and inspires independent reading, and independent reading improves reading
enjoyment and ability. Not trivially, this will result in increased reading standardized test
scores and a shrinking of the achievement gap. With that said, I continue with the work of
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Milner in mind, who stated, “The time has come to end the excuses: we must teach,
empower, and educate Black male students and take education to the next level” (2007, p.
245).
Chapter Two consists of the literature review pertinent to my research question. Part
One reviews the history of the education of African Americans, and the origins of the
achievement gap. In Part Two I explore literature on the topic of motivating students to see
the value of reading and education. Culturally relevant teaching (CRT) is discussed in this
section. In Part Three I discuss literature that illustrates teaching vocabulary, independent
reading, and teacher read-alouds.
Chapter Three is my plan for the community teacher shared read-aloud project. It
includes project details, explanations, and provides context. Chapter Four is my reflection
and conclusion. It summarizes what I learned, how I grew, and my future plans.	
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CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review

Overview
My review of literature covers much ground in order to answer my research question:
How can I create a culture of independent reading among African American students,
especially black males? I hope to help motivate them to become lifelong readers and
learners who will be well prepared to develop their chances and choices into great successes.
Section One examines research on the history of education of African Americans and the
ensuing achievement gap. Section Two discusses literature on the topic of motivating
African American students, especially males, to see the value of reading and education and
includes literature on culturally relevant teaching (CRT). Literature discussed in Section
Three illustrates three specific areas of teaching and learning that influence the development
of becoming a culture of readers. Theses areas are vocabulary, independent reading, and
teacher read-alouds. All of this background is necessary for the 5th grade community teacher
shared read-aloud project that I devise and implement in Chapter Three.
SECTION ONE: Dimensions and Historical Background of the Achievement Gap
This section explores the roots of the achievement gap and its pervasive
ramifications.
African American (Black) – Caucasian (White) Achievement Gap Persists
Current data confirms the educational debacle that is the achievement gap. The
Council of Great City Schools is an advocacy coalition composed of 65 of the nation’s
largest urban school districts. The Lewis et al. (2010) report reveals an analysis of National
Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP) test scores and shows the consequences of
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these latest disparities between African Americans and Caucasians. The report concludes
that the national tragedy of black male achievement deserves national attention and it makes
a plea for action to national leaders. The report shows that black males continue to lag
behind white males in reading achievement in proficient and basic levels in the eighth grade,
that black males are almost twice as likely as white males to drop out of high school, and that
black males are less likely than white males to participate in academic clubs or be involved in
advanced placement studies. SAT and ACT scores show similar discrepancies between
black and white males. Once out of school, the 2010 statistics show that the unemployment
rate for black males over 20 is twice that of white males (17.3 percent to 8.6 percent). It
should be no surprise, given these statistics, to discover that in 2008, black males represented
only a small percentage of college population (5 percent), but over one-third of the national
prison population. A review of NAEP data reveals that in 2015, only 36% of the nation’s 4th
grade students were proficient in reading. From 2013 to 2015, there was no significant
progress. According to the Minnesota Department of Education website, there was no
significant change in scores, or narrowing of the achievement gap between blacks and whites
in 4th grade reading from 2011 to 2015, either statewide or nationally.
African American History in the Americas
One day while I was perusing books in the African American section of a used
bookstore, a conversation began between myself and an older black man. Obviously wellread and extremely knowledgeable on the subject, he recommended a book to me by Lerone
Bennet, Jr. It is a seminal work of scholarship referenced by most of the other African
American history books that I found in my research. Beautifully written and meticulously
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researched, I recommend the sixth edition, because it includes a timeline of sorts, a section
called Landmarks and Milestones.
According to Bennett (1993), the first blacks arrived in the Americas in 1619 not as
slaves, but as indentured servants with the same status as white indentured servants, and a
few did earn their freedom. However, blacks came to be considered inferior by virtue of
their skin color and a source of cheap labor by white land-owning society. Basically, racism
became a statute when slavery was legalized in Massachusetts in 1641 and was soon
followed by other colonies. There were some free blacks, and they were also considered
intellectually inferior by the whites in power. The whites needed ways to convince the
blacks that they were inferior so oppression could continue. Economics and greed demanded
it.
Blacks were conditioned to accepting a lifetime of being the property of whites by
methods of mental and physical cruelty. The slaves were conditioned to believe that they
were helpless and their lives were hopeless. White slave owners knew if they controlled the
minds of the slaves, they controlled the slaves.
Achievement Gap Background
The beginnings of the present day achievement gap can be found, according to Paige
and Witty (2010), in legislation enacted from 1740 on, prohibiting slaves from learning
reading or writing, as well as prohibiting anyone teaching slaves to read or write. Whites
could be imprisoned for teaching or allowing teaching to slaves and blacks could be whipped
and have body parts amputated for teaching or learning. The whites in charge seriously
believed in the power of knowledge and they wanted that power only for themselves, and, by
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extension, maintained that reading and knowledge made slaves restless, dissatisfied, and
difficult to manage.
Since slaves were considered property, not “men” by the founding fathers when the
Constitution was written, the phrase “all men are created equal” did not extend to blacks.
The slaves were freed after the Civil War, but attaining equality was not that easy. The
Supreme Court upheld “separate but equal” in the Plessy v. Ferguson case of 1896. The Jim
Crow laws lasted into the 1960s and 1970s, resulting in denial of educational opportunities
because of racial segregation for four generations of blacks, contend Paige and Witty (2010).
Plessy v. Ferguson was overturned in 1954 by the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme
Court decision, which stated that educational discrimination based on race was
unconstitutional. The oppressive damage due to lack of educational opportunities for blacks,
however, was already done. Paige and Witty (2010) maintain that the “black-white
achievement gap continues to reinforce and perpetuate” the racial inferiority stereotype
“created by a slave-holding society to justify slavery” even today. Page and Witty (2010)
also say that the only way to destroy the stereotype is by destroying the achievement gap,
which can only be accomplished by black educational performance.
The achievement gap cannot be considered static. According to the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) longitudinal data, after Brown v. Board of
Education in 1954, there was substantial reduction of the achievement gap between blacks
and whites during the 1970s and 1980s. Even though the trend slowed and even stopped in
the late 1980s, the positive news is that it can change, which means it can disappear,
according to Paige and Witty (2010). The less than stellar trend since the late 1980s is the
one we are currently experiencing and its causes are the subject of scholarly debate.
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SECTION 2: Culturally Relevant Resources for Closing the Gap
This section will discuss literature that helps to reach and motivate African American
students, especially males.
African American Males
As illustrated in the data reported at the beginning of this chapter, the achievement
gap between African American males and Caucasian males is alarming and deserving of
national attention. The Council of Great City Schools (Casserly et al., 2012) asks for action
by national leaders and offers solutions as well. These recommendations include community
and family involvement. They also include recommendations regarding schools and, in
particular, teachers and teaching methods.
In his essay, Milner (2006) writes that white teachers need more than good intentions
to successfully teach students of color. He contends that it is vital for teachers to find ways
to motivate black students to achieve academically. To do otherwise is to fail as a teacher.
Such readings remind me that I must find ways to do better and I constantly seek better ways
to teach and motivate by reading, reflecting, and discussions with colleagues.
In the same collection of essays, Holbrook (2006) goes so far as to say that the worst
form of racism is low expectations. I am convinced that this is true and I strive to maintain
the same high expectations for all of my students. I do not simply consider where they need
to be now, but what will later be expected of them. Similarly, Delpit (2012) states “ Never
do the successful teachers of these children believe that students have learned enough or that
they cannot learn more” (37). In fact, she maintains that students are extremely aware if
teachers fail to provide rigorous instruction. When I started teaching as a long-term reading
substitute teacher at my school, one middle school student, E, asked me in frustration during
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a standardized test why teachers were not teaching kids what they needed to know to be
successful on these tests. His words and tone struck me and I determined that I would do
everything in my power to teach students what they were expected to know, and then some.
There is never time to waste. In Holbrook’s essay, a distinction is made between education
and training. This resonates with me because it speaks to the very heart of my teaching and
my project. Educated people have more choices in life and better chances to achieve success.
Holbrook tells teachers to be honest with themselves and constantly self-reflect about their
feelings toward all students. Teachers should never forget that they have tremendous power
in the lives and futures of students.
Kunjufu (2005) gives insight into teaching African American students, especially
males. Of special interest in his book is the section on illiteracy and how the inability to read
is a problem of epidemic proportions among African American males. He makes the point
that perhaps more reading teachers are needed, not more special education teachers, as so
many black males are “dumped” into special education because they have not mastered
reading by the third grade. He emphasizes that it is obvious that future life experiences,
positive or negative, are dependent on the ability, or inability, to read.
Books Can Change Lives
Tatum (2009) maintains that the important texts for students of color, especially
males, to read are those that help them define themselves and help them understand who they
can become. He wants educators to remember the power of texts and how they can provide
positive life direction especially in the current unpredictable society. Tatum’s emphasis is on
connecting students to texts that are meaningful and that are useful to them. Tatum goes on
to explain that Dick Gregory’s autobiography, Nigger, is part of his personal textual lineage
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because it changed his life and helped him deal with his situation in the Chicago projects
during the 1970s and 1980s. He says that all students can benefit from textual lineages, but
African American adolescent males have the greatest need for special redirection right now.
He continues that the trend is moving away from requiring the reading of meaningful texts
that empower students or help them deal with life’s problems and he warns that differentiated
instruction legitimizes the practice. Building textual lineages is necessary for literacy
development and helps students make sense of the bigger picture moving outside the school
and into the world. According to Tatum, insufficient exposure to texts negatively impacts
“reading, writing, language, and vocabulary achievement gaps and contributes to a life in
which young African American males as a group experience greater economic, judicial, and
social strife and disappointment” (2009, p. xii). His book contains a list of recommended
lineage texts.
Other Notable Authors and Books
Other notable people have commented on the power of reading and literature to
change lives, and I find it imperative that I bring these stories to my students. I intentionally
highlight this because earlier in my career, while teaching at a public school in Saint Paul, I
was criticized by administration for having my students read too much. My contract was not
renewed, and the reason I was given was, “You aren’t what we had in mind.” As a result,
since I did not have tenure, I could no longer teach in Saint Paul schools and I found my way
to Minneapolis. This is a chain of events for which I am now thankful, but at the time it was
difficult for me to stay positive. Fortunately at my present school, I can bring to my students
these inspirational stories that show the power of reading and literature to change and even
save lives. And I know they make a difference. First example, in the book he originally
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wrote in prison in 1975, Rubin “Hurricane” Carter (2011) tells his autobiographical story
about being a boxing-title contender accused of murder. He is sentenced to prison, and while
behind bars, reads and educates himself enough to write his book about his unjust
incarceration. His book is read by Bob Dylan who writes a famous song about him, bringing
publicity to his plight. Another book (the basis, incidentally, of a compelling film) continues
the same story. Chaiton and Swinton (2000) write about a young illiterate teenager, Lesra,
who picks up Hurricane Carter’s book at a library’s used book sale; it becomes the first book
he has ever read cover to cover. He writes Carter in prison and visits him. Eventually he
gets his mentors interested in the case. As a result, Carter gets a new trial and is set free.
The teenaged boy later goes on to college, then to law school, and finally becomes an
attorney. It is a startling chain of events that demonstrates the power of reading; my students
of color connect to it and derive meaning from it.
Motivational speaker Dr. Ben Carson was a troubled youngster who went from innercity Detroit to director of pediatric neurosurgery at Johns Hopkins. In his book, which
served as the basis of a film, Carson (1990) chronicles his journey from being a non-reader
with a hot temper in 5th grade to becoming the smartest student in his class by 8th grade. This
was accomplished by his illiterate mother requiring Ben and his brother to turn off the
television and instead read books and write book reports for her. I have had several past
students come and tell me how much this story influenced them and helped motivate them to
read outside of school.
In another example of the power of textual lineage, Kafele (2009) tells of picking the
book To Kill a Black Man by Louis Lomax off a library shelf and being so enthralled by the
book that he realized he needed to read more and more to make up for all the reading he had
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not previously been doing. He made it a point after that to read at least one meaningful book
every week outside of school. He was repaid by a sense of purpose and vision to guide his
life. His reward was the determination to excel and succeed in his chosen profession, and he
did. He believes that one major crisis in the African American community is self-identity.
When my students read stories like this about people they can connect to, they can see how
reading can empower them too. Reading can maximize their potential. Reading can save
their lives. This book also reminds me as a teacher to maintain high expectations for my
African American students, especially the males. If I envision their academic success,
perhaps it will help them achieve their academic success. I believe this is possible because
quite often students tell me that I inspire them. I respond by saying that they inspire me,
which is true beyond words.
Inspirational to read, and recommended by several people previously mentioned,
Frederick Douglass’s autobiography (1749) describes learning how to read when it was
against the law. My students respect what he went through on his path from slavery to
freedom and influential success. He makes it very clear how important reading was to his
struggle for freedom.
Culturally Relevant Teaching
Culturally relevant teaching (CRT) involves providing meaningful, well-written
content that students can connect with that gives readers hope, confidence, and direction in
life. Choosing content is a task that I take seriously, because as a teacher I have limited time
to deliver maximum impact in order to achieve maximum results. According to Kafele
(2009), who cites Alfred Tatum, we must know our students well and use their culture as a
source of their education. They must be able to read about the black experience, historically
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and in contemporary literature. This relevant content will result in heightened interest and
improved comprehension. Reading about the black collective experience also helps students
in their search for self-identity. Students should be able to gather strength with the
knowledge of where they came from and realize that with the proper tools and determination,
they can have a future that is limited only by their own imagination.
Content and curriculum are critical, but Ladson-Billings (2009) asserts in her book
that the way we teach profoundly affects how the subject matter is received by the students
we teach. Ladson-Billings gives the following definition of culturally relevant teaching:
Specifically, culturally relevant teaching is a pedagogy that empowers students
intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to
impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes. These cultural referents are not merely
vehicles for bridging or explaining the dominant culture; they are aspects of the
curriculum in their own right. (2009 p. 20)
Ladsen-Billings’ book is a study of effective teachers and their methods, and is an influence
in my teaching as well as in my project development.
Samuels (2008) discusses the importance of becoming a part of students’ lives in
order to help them become better readers. He says the best way to do this is to mentor them.
Mentoring helps students overcome the problems that are beyond their control, such as
poverty, and gives them a better chance of being successful in life. This author is particularly
helpful to me because he discusses inner-city schools in Minneapolis and Saint Paul, which is
where I am located. The other chapters in the book, by different authors, are also informative
as they are about motivating students to read using their interests, building engaging
classrooms, and effective strategies to use with reluctant readers.

	
  

29	
  
Jensen (2009) reminds me how important it is to build hope in my students and how

important it is to have engaging instruction. He also emphasizes the necessity of building
background (prior) knowledge. When students start discovering more about the world
through reading and learning, they start making more connections and experiencing more
“ah-ha” moments that give them confidence and motivate them to strive for even more.
A vital component of culturally relevant teaching is building relationships with
students. This does not mean being a “pal” to students. Rather, it involves getting to know
the students and their families, and respecting them and their culture. Kunjufu (2002) says in
his book that significant relationships between teachers and students are necessary for
significant learning to take place. He discusses how black students expect teachers to act
with authority. Delpit (2012) adds that the trust that students have for strong teachers helps
them to feel safe taking risks and learning. The students appreciate being pushed to excel.
When someone believes in them, they begin to believe in themselves.
As well as culturally relevant teaching, teachers need to be aware of the importance
of cultural literacy. According to Hirsch (1988), cultural literacy is the background
knowledge that informed readers must possess and daily use to make meaning. Cultural
literacy is what makes communication possible. In order to understand what is written on a
page, readers need to know more than what is actually written on that page, and this includes
intergenerational information as well as current information. The gap in cultural literacy has
been widening since the 1970s. Hirsch emphasizes that in order for equality and social
justice to exist, a high level of universal literacy is necessary. This concept extends beyond
black and white and is an area I intend to investigate further. For now, it is sufficient to
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know that this gap exists, and steps need to be taken to eradicate it. Of course, one of these
steps is reading. Lots and lots and lots of reading!
SECTION THREE: Specific Teaching Ways and Means
In this section, which will conclude Chapter Two, I discuss specific teaching ways
and means, that, when correctly applied, help to close the achievement gap. These include
teacher read-alouds, independent reading, and vocabulary. There is a vast fund of teaching
resources; the ones I mention in this section are the ones that I keep returning to. These have
proven successful in my experience, so I am giving them attention here.
Teacher Read-Alouds
According to Lemov et al. (2016), teacher read-alouds are an important part of
teaching literacy and should be done in all classrooms in all subjects and grade levels.
Teacher read-alouds let students experience reading at Lexile levels above what they can
read on their own. They are able to hear new vocabulary and complex syntax read by a
fluent, adult reader. Students can also be a part of the love and excitement of literature.
Teacher read-alouds help blast through achievement barriers.
Read-alouds have the benefit behind the idea of the “One Community -- One School - One Book” initiative. The read-aloud books are a shared reading experience and a common
topic of conversation. Read to Them is a non-profit organization that facilitates “One School
– One Book” programs. Their website lists the many benefits of read-alouds and likens
them to a “401k vocabulary account for future literate success in life”
(http://readtothem.org/why/overview/).
“…in 1985, Becoming a Nation of Readers: The Report of the Commission on
Reading identified reading aloud as “the single most important activity for building the
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knowledge required for eventual success in reading” and “a practice that should continue
throughout the grades” (Anderson et al. 1985, p. 23, p. 51, as quoted by Layne 2009, p. 52) in
his book. Layne further maintains “A good book read well will do more for the woes of our
disenfranchised readers than all the leveled books the publishers can crank out” (p. 53).
In an article from the National Association of Elementary School Principals
(NAESP), Wadsworth states “Read alouds are powerful because they serve so many
instructional purposes—to motivate, encourage, excite, build background, develop
comprehension, assist children in making connections, and serve as a model of what fluent
reading sounds like” (2008). She shows how this allows students to enjoy and learn from
literature that is written beyond students’ abilities to read independently. Pennac (1994)
echoes this idea when he says, “He read out loud – that’s what made the difference…A
teacher who reads out loud lifts you to the level of books. He gives you the gift of reading!”
(p. 111).
In an article written for an educational magazine, Lemov (2016) explains that it is
important to read challenging texts to children in order to prepare them to navigate such texts
on their own. Long after students can decode words, they will continue to struggle with
complex ideas, and persistence with complex ideas is necessary for success in college.
Unfortunately, many students reach college and do not yet have this skill, which makes
reading college level texts difficult. Reading books aloud also gives children the opportunity
to hear vocabulary words that are not generally heard in speech. If these words are not
learned through reading, they are often not learned at all and can become obstacles to
students. The listeners of books read aloud also have the benefit of having an introduction to
complex syntax. Unusual and convoluted sentence structures can be barriers to
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understanding, but hearing them before independently reading them can help readers engage
them with confidence. Lemov believes that rich, enthralling, beautiful literature read aloud
to children before they can read it on their own helps students immensely with their future
reading. Lemov is a considerable influence on me in the development of the community
teacher shared read-aloud project. Without read-alouds, Lemov contends, students can suffer
from underexposure to texts. As I referenced earlier in this literature review section, Tatum
and Milner both maintain that failure to expose African American students to challenging
texts is a very real disservice to them. This means that they need to experience more texts
rather than fewer and this includes books that they cannot yet read on their own. Adequate
exposure to a wide variety of texts at elevated levels will help them with their future reading.
Leveled, guided reading holds students back.
No discussion about read-alouds would be complete without mentioning Trelease
(1993) who puts forth a formula for lifetime readers. He says that regardless of age, people
will only do over and over again what they enjoy doing. Reading is an accrued skill that you
must practice in order to improve, much like playing any sport. He relates research that
shows that “it is not until eighth grade that a student’s reading level catches up to his or her
listening level. Until that time, most students are capable of hearing, understanding, and
enjoying material that is more complicated than what they can read” (p. xii). The listening
experience directly affects vocabulary, reading, and writing skills. The person reading aloud
is a role model and the material being read advertises the pleasures of reading. Trelease
continues with an example of a middle school in a poverty-stricken urban area in Boston,
Massachusetts. Four years after beginning teacher read-alouds and student sustained silent
reading (SSR), the standardized test reading scores of the school went from last to first in the
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district. Trelease has retired, but his books are tremendous read-aloud resources, as is his
website on which he even has a variety of brochures that can be downloaded and printed to
give to parents.
Fox (2008) says in her book that reading aloud can turn non-readers, especially
adolescent boys, into excited readers! As I do more research, I continue to be amazed at how
powerful reading aloud is in the development of readers. Fox tells how important it is to read
well as we read aloud, and to express excitement and emotion. She recommends reading in a
way that is authentic, not too sugary or patronizing, be they our students or children. She
continues by saying that we should listen to the words of the books telling us how to read
them, and that we should pause. It is important not to rush through a book in a monotone; we
must take time to pay attention to the words. Expressive reading will be remembered. Fox
maintains that it is vital that children be read to even before they are born, and then from
birth for as long as they will let us, even after they can read for themselves. Reading aloud to
our children readies them for learning reading at school. If parents do not read to their small
children, they are not prepared to learn to read when they start school. Partly for this reason,
the children already need to catch up when they begin school. There is no time to waste, and
reading aloud to students is an opportunity that cannot be missed.
Independent Reading
One of my greatest teaching challenges is turning reluctant readers into avid readers.
I have seen the “reading light” turn on many times, however. Give students opportunities to
read and the right books to read, and they can start experiencing the joys that independent
reading can provide. Once this happens, students never look back. Fountas & Pinnell (2001)
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have a helpful chapter in their book that details starting the rituals and routines of
independent reading in the classroom and explains how to get the students to think of
themselves as readers, making reading choices. The first twenty days of school are critical in
establishing rituals and routines. I know from experience that it is much more difficult to
establish independent reading later on. In chart form, Fountas & Pinnell give ideas for minilessons, provide the key concepts of each, list the learning outcomes, and the resources
needed. They proceed to give examples and descriptions in the chapter. They remind us that
reading a book is not simply a task to accomplish, but a process for students to direct and
manage their learning as they move toward becoming independent, self-directed learners.
I am not a fan of leveled reading in small reading groups. Evidence that independent
reading is more beneficial than small group reading comes from Allington (2012). In his
book, he maintains that students need a higher volume of reading to become better readers.
When reading in small groups to the teacher, only one student reads at a time, even though
others may be following along. So, each student may only read 100 words. The same
students in a group doing independent, silent sustained reading would each read 700 words.
It is typically the lower-achieving students who are selected for the small reading groups, yet
these are precisely the students who especially need a higher volume of reading. This seems
to show that the highly touted small, leveled reading groups are actually holding students
back rather than pushing them forward. Miller (2009) agrees, saying that reading ability
improves with actual increased reading time rather than simply interventions. Students who
do not read well will not read regularly and the result is cumulative. After a few years, these
students will become weaker readers who are even farther behind, which increases the
achievement gap. Miller continues that this is called the Matthew effect, coined by Keith
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Stanovich, because in the Bible, Matthew 13:12 is interpreted as The rich get richer and the
poor get poorer. Students who read a lot will continue to become better readers, and the
students who do not read a lot will become poorer readers. Miller maintains that independent
reading time must be increased to change struggling readers into avid readers.
More strategies for motivating struggling, reluctant readers to read independently
come from Tovani (2000). She illustrates problems she has experienced in her reading
classrooms, and discusses ways to solve them. She encourages teachers to rethink their
teaching and try new ways to make texts accessible. She warns against spoon-feeding
students who are patient enough to wait for answers rather than try to figure out solutions for
themselves. One helpful point she makes regarding comprehension is that it is when students
realize they are confused that they can begin to help themselves. She suggests the strategy of
backing up to the last understood part and constructing meaning from that point on in little
pieces. Students understand more when they monitor their comprehension and take steps to
fix it.
Sometimes it helps to have students think about how reading may benefit them in
order to get them to make the effort to read independently. Gallagher (2003) presents ideas
that can be used for students at any grade level. Sometimes it is necessary to remind students
that although reading is hard, it is worth it because it will help them get to where they want to
go in life. Teachers can ask students in surveys what they want their lives to be like in ten or
twenty years and most students say they want to be professionals of some sort, either in
sports or the legal or medical professions. Throughout the school year, they can be reminded
of their goals and how important reading is to their achievement of those goals. Many of
them will get it and strive to become better readers. It might be helpful for teachers to post
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Gallagher’s “Nine Reading Reasons” and refer to them at appropriate times.
Bambrick-Santoyo et al. (2013) offer some wonderful guidelines for independent
reading in the classroom. Having a classroom library is important, and they give tips for
placement of the library as well as organizational ideas. They say what I already know to be
true, which is that independent reading time should not be a look-for-book time. Some
students can avoid reading by continually looking for books and they often end up reading
very little. Also, students’ movements during independent reading time can be a distraction
to those who are reading. The authors mention their expectations for independent reading
time. Books should be kept flat on desks so teachers can observe that students are on task,
and not flipping pages, or simply staring at the same page throughout reading time. Teachers
should keep a watch on page numbers. This is important as a way of monitoring students’
progress and because students will not always give an accurate answer when simply asked
how many pages they have read. They need to know that someone is checking. Silence
during reading is also important. Students often want to talk about what they are reading.
Giving them time at the end of reading period to discuss their books with each other can help
reduce their impulsiveness. I will add here that the same goes for teachers and other adults in
the classroom. It sets a poor example when adults tell students to not talk and then they
proceed to converse with each other in front of the children. The same goes for grading or
working on the computer. I think it sets a better example for students if the teacher is
modeling reading, while monitoring the students. If the teacher shows that independent
reading is a priority, the students will be more likely to treat it as a priority as well. The
benefits of a rigorous independent reading system cannot be emphasized enough, because it
can make a lifelong reading difference. And that is our goal.
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Miller and Kelley (2013) maintain that students must read a lot to reach even

minimum levels of reading achievement and that it is important to give them time to read in
school as well as encouraging them to read at home. They are passionate about reading
becoming a lifelong pursuit. Miller and Kelley say that reading at school helps students
connect with other readers, helps them build the habit of reading, and allows them to become
part of a culture that values reading. This is important because otherwise, they probably will
not become readers outside of school. They emphasize that it is imperative that schools
make time for reading during the school day. They believe that daily read-alouds are
important for building a reading community and for supporting developing independent
readers. They give additional read-aloud resources and supply ideas for teacher read-alouds.
Miller and Kelley also give suggestions for creating “book buzz” to excite students to
independently read books from the classroom library.
Another author who discusses the importance of building a community of readers is
Ripp (2017). She explains how teachers can make the classroom a place for all students to
succeed. In order to build passionate reading communities, we need to help students rebuild
their reading identities through wonderful learning experiences. She says teachers should fill
their minds with reading research and be passionate about what they believe will enhance
reading in classrooms. Teachers must approach each day with a burning sense of urgency
about student learning and do everything possible to help make student reading success
occur.
The authors Moss and Young (2010) make a case for independent reading and give
ideas for implementing independent reading in the classroom, including building a classroom
library and helping students choose books they will be interested in reading. Book talks are
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discussed. These can be great ways to introduce students to books they might not otherwise
notice. Teachers can give frequent short (5 minute) book talks. These can take the form of
giving a short summary of the plot to a certain point, then leaving the students with a
cliffhanger. Another type of book talk is character-based. This involves talking about the
book from a character’s point of view. One of my favorites mentioned is based on the first
sentences of books. Teachers choose some books with fascinating first sentences and read
them to students to pique their interest in the book. It is also particularly powerful when
students give book talks. When students are excited about a text, they can get other students
excited in the text also. Displaying books with their covers facing out is another good idea.
Access to Books
When I first started teaching at my present school, students were not allowed to check
books out from the school library, so I made sure that students could borrow books from me.
I have always thought that large classroom libraries are important and Allington (2012)
confirms this in his research. “The classrooms of our exemplary teachers invariably had a
much larger supply of books than were found in the typical classrooms of the school they
worked in.” He continues, “Higher-achieving schools had more books in classroom library
collections than were found in lower-achieving schools” (p. 82). I believe this to be true and
still maintain a large classroom library. Over the years, many former students have come
back and told me that my books were always the best and that was what really made them
want to read. Some even mentioned me in their 8th grade promotion speeches!
Atwell (2007) also discusses the importance of access to a wide assortment of
compelling titles. The books should be diverse, with new books added regularly. She
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continues that students will be more inclined to read if they get to choose their books. I find
it interesting that she says that empathy is an important part of being in the “reading zone”
because students place themselves in relation to the characters in their books, almost as if the
readers are in the books. Beers and Probst (2017) extend this idea, by saying that students
develop compassion as they read. They maintain that reading changes the readers, making
them better, and even re-shaping them. This re-shaping can be the catalyst for social change.
This illustrates how powerful reading can be. Not only can it change students’ lives, but
reading can change the world. Yes, the effort is worth it.
Vocabulary
I continue to believe in the importance of direct vocabulary instruction and there is
plenty of evidence to support my belief. Students cannot comprehend what they read if they
do not know the meanings of the words. Robert Marzano is a well-respected researcher,
author, and trainer in education. According to his website:
The importance of direct vocabulary instruction cannot be overstated. Vocabulary
provides essential background knowledge and is linked to academic
achievement. Effective teachers select terms for direct instruction, use a researchbased process to teach those terms, and assess and track students’ progress with new
terms. http://www.marzanoresearch.com/vocabulary
One resource that is useful in teaching vocabulary is by Vacca and Vacca (1998), who
emphasize the strong relationship between knowledge of vocabulary and understanding what is
read. They include a large variety of instructional strategies in their book in order to help
students build vocabulary knowledge and to learn how words are related conceptually to one
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another. They maintain that students must have several experiences to work with and must use
words in different situations as part of the learning process. One strategy that I particularly enjoy
is the Magic Square. Magic Squares are not new, but they are puzzles that can be fun devices for
reinforcing the meanings of words across the curriculum.
Jim Burke (2000) also gives useful strategies for expanding vocabulary. In his book, he
discusses the different types of vocabulary and ways to teach and reinforce them in the
classroom. Among these strategies are: Read, Read, and Read More, Word Walls, and Examine
Word Relationships (267).
Tier Two words are important in students’ vocabulary development. Beck et al. (2008)
explain how Tier Two words are those words that are usually found in print, but not in speech. If
students do not read much, they will not be exposed to these words. By explicitly teaching some
Tier Two words to students, they will not feel so overwhelmed when they come across these
words in texts. Also discussed in the book is the importance of students being able to use
dictionaries, because of all of the information they contain. Some people say that dictionaries are
no longer needed because students can look up words online. However, exploring words on the
printed page is much more powerful. Students will learn more of the nuances of words and
language by using a “real” dictionary.
Graves (2006), advocates promoting word consciousness. This involves teaching
students about words and encouraging word play. He also discusses the importance of dictionary
use and stresses how vocabulary instruction is necessary to improve reading comprehension. He
says that teaching elements such as Latin and Greek roots, prefixes, and suffixes is worthwhile,
and helps students figure out unknown vocabulary.
Bringing It All Together
I have become more convinced than ever of the importance of students becoming lifelong
independent readers. The more I research, the more I see that vocabulary is important to
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independent reading, and teacher read-alouds are effective in boosting vocabulary. Partly for this
reason, many researchers and educators consider read-alouds as the foundation, or heart, of
reading instruction.
Allen (2000) makes a distinction between teacher read-alouds and shared reading. She
says that with teacher read-alouds, only the teacher has the book and students listen to the
reading. With shared reading, students also have a copy of the book and follow along. In this
case, students are not only hearing the text, but they are seeing it too. Having the book and
reading along gives the students confidence. Surveyed middle and high school students stated
that this type of shared reading was the main thing that helped them raise their reading
achievement. When texts are shared, more challenging and interesting texts can be read, and it
will elevate the reading abilities of the students. Vocabulary and syntax will be more complex.
There will be more complicated story lines, the story voice will be more challenging, and time
might skip around more. Becoming familiar with such difficulties will make students feel better
able to handle it themselves. Students are able to hear fluent reading. They have a shared
experience that they can discuss, and they are introduced to the beauty of what reading can be.
They will discover that the more they read, the better readers they will become, the more they
will enjoy it, and the more they will learn. This is why I am making my project one of shared
teacher read-alouds, and I am extending the concept by giving the students the books they read,
so they can make a quality library at home. It is hoped that having read the books once in a
shared teacher read-aloud, they will have the confidence to read them independently. I expect
that the shared teacher read-alouds will raise our students’ reading levels, motivate them to be
independent readers, and help close the achievement gap.
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Summary
The literature reviewed in this chapter has given me much material to use in my project
development endeavor. In answer to my research question: How can I create a culture of

independent reading among African American students, especially black males? I believe
that shared teacher read-alouds will help illustrate the value of reading. I believe that it will
inspire students to do more independent reading and to become lifelong readers and learners,
well prepared to develop their chances and choices into great successes. Now it is time to
move on to the project development and implementation of the 5th grade shared literacy
community teacher read-alouds in Chapter Three.
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CHAPTER THREE
Project Design

Overview
Writing this capstone paper generated a wealth of ideas for how to answer my
research question: How can I create a culture of independent reading among African
American students, especially black males? I hope to help motivate them to become lifelong
readers and learners who will be well prepared to develop their chances and choices into
great successes. It is time to put the research into action as I design my shared community
teacher read-aloud project. First, I identify the audience for the project. Second, I provide
context for the project. Third, I describe the framework for completion of the project.
Lastly, I discuss when the project takes place. The project itself is placed after Chapter Four,
in the Appendix (see Appendix A).
Audience
The participants in my shared community teacher read-aloud project are 5th grade
teachers and students. There is one math teacher, one math content specialist, one literacy
teacher, one literacy content specialist (me), and one teacher of science and social studies.
We also have a special education teacher who supports the project and makes
recommendations, but does not have a reading group, as well as one special education
assistant and one general education assistant who help when needed, but do not have regular
groups. All of the teachers have experienced considerable professional development, in our
district and in our building, devoted to the topic of culturally relevant teaching, over the past
two years. There are 70-5th grade students, the majority of whom are African American.
This is our second year with most of the students, as we were their teachers in 4th grade and
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have looped with them to 5th grade. The reading levels according to the fall FAST test are:
Exceeds/Meets standards – 28%, Partially Meets Standards – 18%, Does Not Meet Standards
– 53%. The general education, special education, and English language learner students are
mixed together.
Context
Our pre-K-5 grade public elementary school is located in north Minneapolis. There
are approximately 461 students, with 86% being African American. We are labeled as a
turnaround school due to our low reading and math proficiency rates on the standardized
Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA) test administered every spring. We have
identified the need to increase the reading levels of our students. My principal asked me to
take the lead in working with other teachers because of reading growth that my students have
experienced over the years. When it was decided last spring that the 4th grade teachers
would loop with our students to 5th grade, our daily schedule needed to be adjusted. I
proposed to the teachers and administration a 5th grade shared community teacher read-aloud,
lasting 30 minutes daily. When I started working on my capstone again during the summer, I
intended to plan professional development sessions for literacy teachers; the sessions were to
focus on vocabulary, independent reading, and teacher read-alouds. As I worked on the readaloud project at school and researched my paper, it became apparent that while proficient
independent reading is the main goal, the shared teacher read-alouds should be the main
focus of the project due to their positive effect on independent reading. The project is
regarded by administration as a whole-grade reading intervention.
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Theories
Always keeping culturally relevant teaching (CRT) in mind (Ladson-Billings 2008),
the project focus is on shared teacher read-alouds. Teacher read-alouds help expose students
to more complex syntax and vocabulary at higher levels than they can read on their own,
which directly informs their independent reading (Trelease 1993, Wadsworth 2008, Lemov et
al. 2016). The theory is that with the right choice of books being read, students will be
motivated to read independently more often. Students will hear fluent adult readers, get
excited about reading, and will have exposure to quality books and elevated vocabulary (Fox
2008). Tatum’s (2008) textual lineage ideas will be a factor in book choice. CRT is always a
consideration for teachers at our school and this project is no exception. Adults from
families, other parts of the school, and the community are invited to be guest readers.
Student grouping is different from the homeroom cohorts they travel in during the day.
There are five smaller, flexible groups rather than the usual three large groups. These groups
will be changed weekly in order to permit students to experience different adults reading.
Rituals and routines will be established for this unique activity, for adults as well as students.
A work in progress, it will be constantly monitored and adjusted, using teacher, student, and
administration input. One variation to many teacher read-alouds is that students will be
given their own copies of the books we read. This is why it is called a shared teacher readaloud. Students will follow along during the reading, so they will see the words as well as
hear them, and when the books are finished, they will take their copies home, for possible rereading and sharing. Students will be building their home libraries with quality books, and
having read the books once as part of the reading community, they may have the confidence
to read the books again on their own. I am personally supplying the books, which I am able
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to buy at a discounted rate from Scholastic. This does limit book choice, however.
Unfortunately, if the school buys the books, the students cannot keep them, and I think that
students building their home libraries, with quality books that they have read, is an important
component of the project. It would be worthwhile to investigate alternative funding sources,
such as grants or donorschoose.org, in the future, in order to provide more choices and to
make the project sustainable.
Project Timing
This teacher read-aloud project is taking place in the fall of 2017; in fact we started
reading the third day of school. I expect it to last for the entire 2017-2018 school year. It
will be reviewed by the professional learning community (PLC) and the 5th grade team
during the year. We should be able to read at least one book per month, for a total of nine
books!
Presentation
My presentation will be in the form of written documentation of the project.
Summary
The shared literacy community teacher read-aloud project was designed and
implemented as a partial answer to my research question, which is: How can I create a
culture of independent reading among African American students, especially black males?
Through shared community teacher read-alouds, I hope to help students to become lifelong
readers and learners who will be well prepared to develop their chances and choices into
great successes.
This chapter has (a) identified the project’s participants, (b) provided context for the
project, (c) described the framework for completion of the project and (d) identified the

	
  
project’s timing and duration. In Chapter Four I review and reflect on the project, its
implementation, and its implications.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Conclusion

Overview
My research question is: How can I create a culture of independent reading among
African American students, especially black males? I consider this to be a critical need. The
majority of African American students who come to my literacy class each fall read below
grade level, often far below. I want my students to have choices in life and once they make
their choices, I want them to have the skills to be successful doing what they choose. Their
chances for success will be greater if they can read proficiently. Since the only way to
become a better reader is to read, it is important for reluctant, struggling readers to be
motivated to become enthusiastic, independent readers. Statistics on the achievement gap
show that African American students are the farthest behind, especially black males. These
students are typically the most difficult to reach, particularly for white, female, middle-class
teachers like myself. I feel compelled to do whatever I can to help my students turn on their
internal reading lights, particularly the ones who have the most need. Once those reading
lights turn on, there are no limits. The students know it too. They can feel the knowledge,
the power, and the joy that reading gives them, so they continue, knowing that their futures
are in their own capable hands.
This concluding Chapter Four contains what I learned while working on this capstone
paper and project. I revisit my Chapter Two literature review and consider possible
implications and limitations of the project. I recommend a future research project. I also
reflect upon my personal growth and my future research agenda.
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Introduction
My project changed from what I originally expected it to be. I started my research a
few years ago, focusing on African American education and achievement gap history.
Developing curriculum with textual lineage in mind was my first idea for motivating African
American students to become independent readers. Then I realized I needed to develop a
culture of independent reading, especially for African American males. Professional
development at school led me to deeper research of culturally relevant teaching and socialemotional learning. When I decided to restart my capstone in earnest, my intention was
professional development with vocabulary, independent reading, and teacher read-alouds as
the three areas to focus on in order to motivate our African American students to boost
independent reading at our school. We needed to make independent reading an important
part of our school culture. We had to make it cool to be eager, proficient readers.
As I researched, however, I found that teacher read-alouds were extremely effective
for increasing vocabulary, understanding complex sentence structure, and motivating
students to read independently. Thus my shared teacher read-aloud project was born. I am
fortunate that my school administration and 5th grade team agreed to my proposal. The plan
was put into motion in August 2017 and teachers started reading to students in a shared text
the third day of school! I expect it to continue throughout the current (2017-2018) school
year.
Revisiting the Literature Review
The literature I initially investigated on African American education and the
achievement gap was supported by my study of recent statistics, but none of it was
encouraging. There has been little, if any, reduction of the achievement gap between blacks
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and whites in the last several years. The literature regarding the importance and methods of
independent reading and vocabulary were not surprising, but what did surprise me was what I
learned about adult and teacher read-alouds. I learned that reading comprehension does not
catch up to listening comprehension until 8th grade. I learned how listening to complex
syntax can help prepare students for reading it. I learned that not doing teacher read-alouds
was especially a disservice to students of color because it can result in underexposure to texts
for them. I found more and more powerful evidence that convinced me that one way to
increased vocabulary knowledge and independent reading was through teacher read-alouds,
which is why I changed the project to the shared teacher read-aloud project.
I also found sources (Tatum, 2009, Layne, 2009, Lemov, 2016) that do not agree with
the current popular practice of small group leveled guided reading. These sources maintain
that leveled guided reading actually holds students back and withholds quality literature from
them. I found no research that gives evidence showing that leveled guided reading works.
This was corroborated through private correspondence with Tim Shanahan (see Appendix
G). In fact, if that is what programs have used for the past several years, there is evidence
that it does not work, because reading levels have not increased for African Americans.
Possible Implications
There has been a reduction in independent reading and teacher read-alouds in
classrooms over the past several years because to some people they appear to be an
abdication of teaching. But this is false. In read-alouds, the teacher is teaching by setting an
example and giving students exposure to challenging texts. The only way to get better at
reading is to read…whether independently or following along as the teacher reads. In an
ideal world, all parents and caregivers would read to children from the time they are born and
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all students would read outside of school. But this ideal is not the reality, so time must be
made within the school day for independent reading and teacher read-alouds. This will help
prepare them for reading, both in future classwork and in adult life.
Schools should make more time for teacher read-alouds and read quality literature.
Teachers should be mindful of choosing high-interest, culturally relevant literature that will
motivate students to read more.
Our students have responded positively to our read-aloud project. They witness the
excitement of the teachers, they talk about the common text in the different classrooms, they
are interested in the texts. They are making connections between the texts, increasing
vocabulary, navigating more complex syntax than most would be able to do on their own,
and several students are reading sequels to our books. Several students were writing down
vocabulary and definitions as we discussed them, so it was decided that we would give them
the compiled vocabulary list with page numbers and definitions for future reference as we
finish each book. We expect to see high growth in reading abilities on standardized tests and
a reduction of the achievement gap. We expect to see students choosing to read when it is
not required. We expect to see enthusiasm and a growing culture of independent reading
among our African American students, especially black males.
Schools should reconsider their leveled guided small reading groups. They should at
least consider whether or not they are seeing progress. My research does not support this
method of reading instruction.
Possible Limitations
Funding can be a limitation in shared teacher read-alouds. In my project, each
student gets a copy of the book to follow-along and take home when the book is finished.
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This requires 70 copies of each book for the 5th grade at our school, as well as books for the
adult readers. Pacing can be a limitation. During our simultaneous reading time, we found
that even with a reading schedule, adults read at different speeds, so the reading schedule is
recalibrated every Monday. If this is not done, teachers will finish the books at different
times. Another limitation might be getting approval from administration and agreement by
the teachers. Often something else will have to be sacrificed to make time for the readalouds.
Future Research Projects
Based on current research, I encourage future research on whether the practice of
leveled guided small reading groups is the best use of school resources and students’
instruction time. Rather than blindly doing it because everyone else is doing it,
administrators and teachers should ask for research to show that it works. Vocabulary
instruction has dwindled in recent years. It should be determined whether this trend has been
helpful or harmful to reading ability. It would be interesting to see direct comparisons
between classrooms that do different amounts of teacher read-alouds and independent
reading, especially among students of color.
My Growth
I am truly happy that I decided to return to my capstone and finish it. This has been
an illuminating process for me. I did not expect to find teacher read-alouds so compelling. I
was not sure that my project would be so well received by teachers and students alike. I am
more convinced than ever that vocabulary instruction, independent reading, and teacher readalouds are critical components of a literacy program and I will always make time for them
and fight for them. I will continue to maintain a large classroom library and try to find books
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for students that turn on their internal reading lights, because once lit, they burn brighter and
brighter. I will continue to say to my students, “Make it a great day or not. The choice is
yours,” while thinking about their future choices. I will continue to read and study as much
as possible in order to be a better teacher to my students. I will continue to question
exchanging methods that work for methods that, though popular, are not proven. I will
always hold my students to high standards, because low expectations yield low achievement,
and I want better than that for my students.
My Future Research Agenda
My principal requested that I make it a professional priority to continue my research
on textual lineage and culturally relevant texts, curriculum, and teaching methods. This I
will do, and I will certainly continue my search for texts that illustrate the value of reading
and education that excite my students. I am interested in what more can be done with teacher
read-alouds and how I can convince others to make time for the practice. I will look for
more ways to get parents reading aloud to their children. I plan to do additional research on
cultural literacy. I will continue to seek research that shows the ineffectiveness of leveled
guided small reading groups. I will do more research about putting the right book in the right
hands at the right time. I will continue to look for ways to encourage my African American
students, especially black males, to become strong independent readers.
Summary
This capstone was written as a partial requirement for the Master of Arts in Teaching
degree from Hamline University. However, the topic is also the center of my teaching world
and one for which I remain passionate. The goal of this work is the heart of my teaching,
expressed by my research question: How can I create a culture of independent reading
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among African American students, especially black males? The hope is that this project will
help motivate students to become lifelong readers and learners who will be well prepared to
develop their future chances and choices into great successes. Research reveals that teacher
read-alouds promote and inspire independent reading, and independent reading improves
reading enjoyment, ability, and vocabulary. This will result in increased scores on
standardized tests of literacy and a shrinking of the achievement gap, as well as students
developing the confidence and acquiring the tools to make their lives all that they can
imagine and desire.
A world, a glimmer, or a flower?
~ James Joyce
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Appendix A

The Shared Literacy Community Teacher Read-Aloud Project
This project was approved by school administration and implemented by 5th grade
teachers during the 2017-2018 school year at a Minneapolis, MN public school.
According to research, teacher read-alouds are an important part of literacy education
and should be performed in all classrooms in all subjects and grade levels. Students are able
to hear syntax and vocabulary that are above their own reading levels being read by experts,
who are the teachers and other adults from the community. With wise book choices, students
will be excited by the texts, which will encourage their love of reading and literature and will
help remove reading achievement obstacles. The goals are to raise reading levels, close the
achievement gap, and establish a community of independent readers who become lifelong
readers and learners.
Rather than taking place within the literacy block, the Shared Literacy Community
Teacher Read-Aloud occurs for thirty minutes every school day, after homeroom at 9:05 until
9:35. During that time, every 5th grade teacher and content lead simultaneously reads the
same book to groups containing all of the school’s 5th grade students. The pace is one book
per month, so nine complete high quality and high interest books are read over the course of
the nine-month school year. Student pull-outs are discouraged during the reading time.
Other adults in the school, parents, and community members are invited to be guest
readers. They are offered a book ahead of time, and shown the suggested pacing and
vocabulary to highlight.
As the teachers read, students have their own copies of the book, so they follow along
as well as listen. This is what makes it a shared teacher read-aloud. When the books are
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finished, students take their books home for possible re-reading and sharing. Having high
quality books in home libraries can help boost literacy also. Students are made aware of any
sequels, as well as other books by the same authors, in case they are interested in reading
more.
Some important factors to remember: This is a teacher read-aloud, not a time for
students to do the reading. Asking students to say the next word in the text when the teacher
stops reading is a great way to keep them engaged in the text, but they should not do any
substantial reading-aloud. Teachers should follow the suggested pacing for each week as
closely as possible. There may be some follow-up teaching activities or clarifications given
during the literacy block, but the read-aloud time is mainly for reading and only limited
discussion of text and vocabulary.
Criteria for Read-Aloud Texts
! The book should be one that our students are able to relate to culturally (CRT).
! The book should be well-written as evidenced by an earned literary recognition
and/or status as a classic.
! The book should have a suitable Lexile level (complex sytax and vocabulary).
! The book should explore meaningful topics students can learn from (textual lineage).
Our First Read-Aloud Book
Holes by Louis Sachar.
! Our students can relate to this high interest book culturally. The main characters are
adolescent boys, some of color. Race is a topic in the book.
! Holes was awarded the Newbery Medal in 1999.
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! Holes has 233 pages and its Lexile level is 660, which is in the middle of the Bottom
Lexile Range (450 – 765) of the MCA reading specifications for 5th grade.
! Topics in Holes include: Responsibility, Friendship, Luck, Destiny, Loyalty, and
Family.
! Eighty copies of the book have been purchased outside of school funding, so all 5th
grade teachers and students will have their own copy of the book to keep.

Logistics
There are five adult readers, so the three homerooms have been divided into five
groups. Teachers received student group lists and, after the Monday morning all-pod
meeting, teachers read the names of students in their groups and students follow the teachers
into the rooms for reading. The teachers have the books with students’ names on them.
They are provided with a pacing guide for the week, and vocabulary words and definitions in
the week’s readings. They also have some comprehension questions for discussion if they
want to use them, or need to fill some time. When teacher read-aloud time is over, students
go to their lockers for their binders and line up for their Block 1 class. After Friday’s shared
community reading time, the literacy content lead teacher collects all the books and mixes
the students into new groups. This way, students have the benefit of hearing different adults
read. It also reminds everyone that it is a group of seventy reading the same book, not just
the fourteen in each group. Additionally, after the Friday reading, the literacy content lead
asks what page all of the groups ended on, because the adults do not all read at the same
pace, even with a pacing guide. The literacy content lead makes up a new reading guide for
the following week, beginning at the lowest page number completed for everyone, so that all
groups begin in the same place on the following Monday. This recalibration is necessary in
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order to ensure that if students were in a slower reading group, they will not miss any of the
book if they move to a teacher who reads at a faster pace. The result is that some students
reread a few pages, but that is good reading practice anyway. This is one way to keep
teachers on a similar reading schedule, because some stop and talk more, while others read
the entire time. After the next Monday all-pod meeting, teachers read the students’ names in
their new groups. They already have the books for their groups, a new pacing guide, new
vocabulary lists with definitions, and the reading starts again for the week. The literacy
content lead does all of the organization so the teachers have no extra planning or lesson
preparation. A few teachers may like to read ahead and review vocabulary, but aside from
that, none of their time outside of the actual reading is necessary.
We read the final few pages all in one room, take a group picture with students
holding their books, then start watching the movie as a way to celebrate, if a movie is
available. We watch the movie during the shared community read-aloud time for the rest of
the week and begin the next book on the following Monday. Students keep a copy of each
book, and they receive a copy of the discussed vocabulary, with page numbers and
definitions for future reference.
Next Books
Hatchet by Gary Paulsen
Pages – 181 with a Lexile of 1020
Awards – Newbery Honor Book in 1988
Themes – Survival, Identity, Coming of Age
Esperanza Rising by Pam Munoz Ryan
Pages – 262 with a Lexile of 750
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Awards – Pura Belpre Award Winner, Publisher’s Weekly Best Book of the
Year, ALA Top Ten Best Books for Young Adults
Themes - Perseverance, Home, Justice, Hopes/Dreams, Poverty, Prejudice

Freak the Mighty by Rodman Philbrick
Pages – 169 with a Lexile of 920
Awards – California Young Reader’s Medal, Judy Lopez Memorial Award
Themes – Friendship, Transformation, Misfits in Society
Bud, Not Buddy by Christopher Paul Curtis
(Students read The Watsons Go To Birmingham – 1963 by Curtis last year.)
Pages – 243 with a Lexile of 950
Awards – Newbery Medal in 2000 and Coretta Scott King Author Award
Themes – Importance of Family, Poverty, Race, Compassion, Perseverance
Remaining books for the year to be determined later. Text suggestions are always welcome!
Expected Results
We expect to see enthusiasm for the shared texts and for independent reading. This
we are already witnessing. We expect an outcome of high growth on standardized reading
tests. We expect to hear conversations about the texts between students as well as between
students and teachers.
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Appendix B
3rd Grade MCA-III Reading Scores
2015 and 2016
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Appendix C
My School Demographics

	
  

69	
  
Appendix D
MCA-III Reading Test Specifications – Lexile
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Appendix F
Suggested Books and Videos

This is a partial list of additional books and videos that have been successful with my
students, used either whole, or as excerpts. Many are more appropriate for older students, so
be aware!
Picture Books
Richard Wright and the Library Card by William Miller
Dream Big: Michael Jordan and the Pursuit of Excellence by Deloris Jordan
Dave the Potter: Artist, Poet, Slave by Laban Carrick Hill
Virgie Goes to School with Us Boys by Elizabeth Fitzgerald Howard
More Than Anything Else by Marie Bradby (about Booker T. Washington)
Please Bury Me in the Library by J. Patrick Lewis
Alan and his Perfectly Pointy Impossibly Perpendicular Pinky by Alan Page and Kamie Page
Promises to Keep: How Jackie Robinson Changed America by Sharon Robinson
When Marian Sang: The True Recital of Marian Anderson by Pam Munoz Ryan and Brian
Selznick
Books and Videos
Losing My Cool: Love, Literature, and a Black Man’s Escape From the Crowd by Thomas
Chatterton Williams
Rite of Passage by Richard Wright
47 by Walter Mosley
Yes Ma'am, No Sir: The 12 Essential Steps for Success in Life by Coach Carter
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Coach Carter by Jasmine Jones (also a video)
The Playbook: 52 Rules to Aim, Shoot, and Score in This Game Called Life by Kwame
Alexander
All Rise: The Remarkable Journey of Alan Paige by Bill McGrane
Akeela and the Bee by James Ellison (also a video)
The Autobiography of Malcolm X: As Told to Alex Haley by Malcolm X and Alex Haley
(also a video)
Handbook for Boys: A Novel by Walter Dean Myers
Monster by Walter Dean Myers
Nightjohn by Gary Paulsen (also a video)
I Never Had It Made: An Autobiography of Jackie Robinson by Jackie Robinson and Alfred
Duckett (also the video 42)
The Great Debaters (video)
The Watsons Go To Birmingham - 1963 by Christopher Paul Curtis (also a video)
The Skin I'm In by Sharon Flake
Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry by Mildred D. Taylor
A Lesson Before Dying by Ernest J. Gaines
Double Dutch by Sharon Draper
The Blind Side by Michael Lewis (also a video)
I Beat the Odds: From Homelessness to The Blind Side and Beyond by Michael Oher with
Don Yaeger
A Question of Freedom: A Memoir of Learning, Survival, and coming of Age in Prison by
R. Dwayne Betts
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You Have a Brain: A Teen's Guide to T.H.I.N.K. B.I.G. by Ben Carson with Gregg Lewis and
Deborah Shaw Lewis
Breaking Night: A Memoir of Forgiveness, Survival, and My Journey from Homeless to
Harvard by Liz Murray
Life is So Good by George Dawson and Richard Glaubman
The Other Wes Moore: One Name, Two Fates by Wes Moore
The Pursuit of Happyness by Chris Gardner and Quincy Troupe (also a video)
Of Beetles and Angels: A Boy's Remarkable Journey From a Refugee Camp to Harvard by
Mawi Asgedom
Finding Fish: A Memoir by Antwone Quenton Fisher
Letters to a Young Brother: MANifest Your Destiny by Hill Harper
Letters to a Young Sister: DeFINE Your Destiny by Hill Harper
A Hope in the Unseen: An American Odyssey From the Inner City to the Ivy League by Ron
Suskind
The Pact: Three Young Men Make a Promise and Fulfill a Dream by Sampson Davis and
George Jenkins (also a documentary)
Glory Road by Coach Dan Haskins and Dan Wetzel (also a video)
The Souls of Black Folk by W. E. B. Du Bois
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Appendix G
Correspondence from Shanahan on Guided Reading

	
  
From:	
  Timothy	
  Shanahan	
  <shanahan@uic.edu>	
  
Date:	
  Thursday,	
  March	
  16,	
  2017	
  at	
  11:01	
  AM	
  
To:	
  Donna	
  Clemenson	
  <donna.clemenson@mpls.k12.mn.us>	
  
Subject:	
  Re:	
  Guided	
  reading	
  pressure	
  
	
  
Donna—	
  
	
  
My	
  question	
  for	
  the	
  proponents	
  of	
  guided	
  reading	
  would	
  be	
  to	
  ask	
  for	
  the	
  
research	
  support	
  behind	
  it.	
  Not	
  opinion	
  pieces,	
  but	
  data	
  analysis	
  showing	
  that	
  
the	
  approach	
  has	
  been	
  beneficial	
  to	
  kids.	
  
	
  
Here	
  is	
  a	
  list	
  of	
  some	
  studies	
  of	
  the	
  practice	
  of	
  placing	
  students	
  at	
  reading	
  
level:	
  
	
  
Fulmer, S. M., & Tulis, M. (2013). Changes in interest and affect during a
difficult reading task: Relationships with perceived difficulty and reading
fluency. Learning and Instruction, 27, 11-20.	
  
Gambrell,	
  L.	
  B.,	
  Wilson,	
  R.	
  M.,	
  &	
  Gantt,	
  W.	
  N.	
  (1981).	
  Classroom	
  observations	
  
of	
  task-‐attending	
  behaviors	
  of	
  good	
  and	
  poor	
  readers.	
  Journal	
  of	
  
Educaitonal	
  Research,	
  74,	
  400-‐404.	
  
Gickling,	
  E.	
  E.,	
  &	
  Armstrong,	
  D.	
  L.	
  (1978).	
  Levels	
  of	
  instructional	
  difficulty	
  as	
  
related	
  to	
  on-‐task	
  behavior,	
  task	
  completion,	
  and	
  comprehension.	
  Journal	
  
of	
  Learning	
  Disabilities,	
  11,	
  559-‐566.	
  
Gray, W.S. (1933). Improving instruction in reading. (Supplementary
Educational Monographs, No. 40). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.	
  
Jorgenson,	
  G.	
  W.,	
  Klein,	
  N.,	
  &	
  Kumar,	
  V.	
  K.	
  (1977).	
  Achievement	
  and	
  behavioral	
  
correlates	
  of	
  matched	
  levels	
  of	
  student	
  ability	
  and	
  materials	
  difficulty.	
  
Journal	
  of	
  Educational	
  Research,	
  71,	
  100-‐103.	
  
Kuhn,	
  M.	
  R.,	
  Schwanenflugel,	
  P.	
  J.,	
  Morris,	
  R.	
  D.,	
  Morrow,	
  L.	
  M.,	
  Woo,	
  D.	
  G.,	
  
Meisinger,	
  E.	
  B.,	
  Sevcik,	
  R,	
  A.,	
  Bradley,	
  B.	
  A.,	
  &	
  Stahl,	
  S.	
  A.	
  (2006).	
  Teaching
children to become fluent and automatic readers. Journal	
  of	
  Literacy	
  
Research,	
  38,	
  357-‐387.	
  

Morgan, A., Wilcox, B. R., & Eldredge, J. L. (2000). Effect of
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difficulty levels on second-grade delayed readers using dyad
reading. Journal of Educational Research, 94, 113-119.	
  
O’Connor, R. E., Bell, K. M., Harty, K. R., Larkin, L. K., Sackor, S. M., &
Zigmond, N. (2002). Teaching reading to poor readers in the intermediate
grades: A comparison of text difficulty. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 94, 474-485.	
  
O’Connor, R. E., Swanson, L. H., & Geraghty, C. (2010). Improvement in
reading rate under independent and difficult text levels: Influences on word
and comprehension skills. Journal of Educational Psychology, 102, 1-19.	
  
Powell, W. R. (1968). Reappraising the criteria for interpreting informal
inventories. In D. L. DeBoer (Ed.), Reading diagnosis and evaluation Vol.
13, Part 4, Proceedings of the Thirteenth Annual Convention, International
Reading Association. (pp. 100-109). Newark, DE: International Reading
Association.	
  
Powell, W.R., & Dunkeld, C.G. (1971). Validity of the IRI reading levels.
Elementary English, 48, 637-642.	
  

Stahl, S. A., & Heubach, K. M. (2005). Fluency-oriented reading
instruction. Journal of Literacy Research, 37, 25-60.	
  
	
  

Good luck. I’m always skeptical about anyone who is deeply
committed to particular instructional procedures without any
consideration of their impacts on learning or other student
variables.	
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